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EFFECTS OF COMPETITIVE OUTCOMES AND MARGINS OF VICTORY/DEFEAT ON
PRACTICE BEHAVIOR AND PERFORMANCE QUALITY
J. Robert Grove, David Pargmarn, and Cindy McCallister, Florida

State University, Tallahassee, FL .

e

An experiment was conducted to examine the influence of suc-
cessful or unsuccessful competitive outcomes and small or large
margins of victory/defeat on two aspects of performance. Pairs
of female undergraduates (N = 84) "competed" against each other
in a novel, best~four~out-of-seven dart tossing .contest that re-
quired them to throw with their‘honpreferred‘hand at a target on
the floor five feet away, Independent variables were manipulated

by providing false feedback about the outcome and margin of vie-
tory/defeat on each trial of competition. This feedback led sub-
Z jects to believe that they were either winning every time or los-
ing every ‘time by a margin that was either consistently ‘small or
consistently large. Dependent variables included the number of
practice throws made during a five-minute practice period prior
to each competitive trial and point totals for a set of 10 per-
formance throws sn each trial. "Anlayses of covariance were con-
ducted on the data fror the postmanipulation trials (trials 2, 3,
and 4) using the data from the premanipulation trial (trial 1) as
the covariate. These analyses revealed a significant outcome X
trials interaction for the practice data (p < .04) and .a sig- .
nificant outcome x margin x trials interaction for the perfor- ) /
. mance data (p < .025). Followup comparisons using Duncan's New P
! Multiple Range Test indicated: (a) the practice behavior of - //:
:
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] winners remained constant across.trials while the practice be-

- havior of losers decreased significantly aeross—trials; (b) when C
the margin of victory/defeat was small, there was no difference /
between winners and losers with regard to points scored; when '
the margin of victory/defeat was large, losers scored more points

~ than winners on trials 2 and 3 but the samé number of points on
trial 4., The practice effect is interpreted as consistent with
learned helplessness phencmena. The effect on performance quali-
ty is consistent with studies finding performance~enhancing ef-
fects from short-term failure, but it implicates the margin of
victory/defeat as a.mediating variable in competitive situations.

(Presented at the annual meeting of the American Alliance for Health,
Physical Education, Recreation, and Dance, Minneapolis, April, 1983)
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= There is considerable ambiguity in the literature pertéining to the ef-
fects of initial success or failure ;n subsequent performance. Some étuéieé
have found that initial success facilitates subsequent performance (e.g.,
Feather, 1966, 1967; Miller, Brickman, & Bolen, 1975). Other studies,

however, have shown that high rates of initial success may have detrimental

effects on subsequent performance (e.g., Chaiken, 1971; Martens & White, 1975).

In sim%lar fashion, some studies have obtained decrements in performance re-

lated to initial failure (e.g., Feather, 1966, 1967; Dweck, 1975) while others

have obtained enhancements in performance under the same sort of conditions
(see Wortman & Brehm, 1975). The findings from noncompetitive and competi-
tive situations appear to be equally ambiguous in this regard.

the

The present study was based on the premise thatﬂguality of success or

failure may be an important mediator of the effects of success or failure in

competitive situations. More specifically, it investigateé the notion that
the mar;in of victory ér defeat might interact with success and failure to
influénce behavior across a series of competitive trials against the same
opponent. To test this proposition, both victory/defeat and the margin of
victory/defeat were manipulated in a laboratory experiment. Two aspects of
performance were then examined: (a) the amount of practice voluntarily un~
dertaken by the competitors prior to each trial of competition and (b) the
quality of performance on each competitive trial. .
BV
It was hypothesized that failure by a large margin Would have a de~

bilitating effect on behavior while failure by a small margin would have

a facilitating effect on behavior (cf. the distinction made by Brickman,

.
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Linsenmeier, & McCareins, 1976'concerning relevent success and irrelevent fail-

‘ﬁre). Therefore, it was predicted thagyinners would practice more and perform

better than losers when the margin of victory/defeat was large. Losers were
predicted tg practice more and perform better than winners when the margin of
victory/defeat was small. Findings from the attribution literature suggest,
however, that these effects may be most evident when competitors are oriented

. AN UuSTRBLE
to perceive the cause o£ success or failure in #ESYewewt manners.

The experiment involved insmsibomt two levels of competitive outcomes (con-
stant winning or constant losing) and two levels for the mafgih of victory/
defeat (consistently small or consistently large). In adhition, subjects
were oriented to perceive their outcomes as due primarily to either natural
ability or temporary effort. The effects of these manipulated Qariables were
examined across four trials of competition fsee Figure 1). Dependent vari-

ables included the number of practice throws made during a 5-minute practice

period prior to each trial and the total number of points scored on a set of
10 performance throws on each trial. Undergraduate females (N = 84) parti-
cipated in the ekxperiment for course credit.

Procedure

Volunteers for the study were solicited on the basis of an advertisement

that said participants would be competing for cash prizes ranging from $5 to

$25. Subjects were told that there were two phases to the study and that during

fhe first phase they would be compgting against another female student in a
novel, best-four-out-of-seven dart tossing contest. Dpring the contest they
would be throwing with their nonpreferred hand at a target located on the floor
five feet away. This contest ostensibly constituted a "qualifying round"

after which the winners would be eligible to compete for the cash prizes.

4
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The orientation manipulation was then administered by stressing the importance

of either natural ability or effort expenditure in determining whether they

won or lost the contest. Subjects were then separated and remained separafed &

for the rest of the study. \
Each competitive trial included a 5-minute practice period during which

the subject could practice as much or as little as she desired. Each trial

also included a set of 10 performance throws-ét the target using the nonpre--:r

ferred hand. The total number of points for these 10 throws were ostensibly x‘

compg;ed to determine who had won each trial of competition. In actuality, ' \

however, the feedback given to the subjects was randomly determined rather \

than-being based on actual scores. This feedback was given after each trial

on a standardized form that indicated whether the subject had "won" or "lost"

that particular trial, and what the margin of victory/defeat had been. The
margin manipulation was accomplished'by corcling one of the extremes on a
5~-category scale that rangéd.from "very small margi;" to‘%ery ia;ge margin".
Once assigned to a particular combination of the outcome and margin factors,
a given subject always received the same feedback. Therefore, participants
believed they had either won or lost the best-four-out-of-seven contest af-

ter the fourth trial. Subjects were then depriefed, and the advertised cash
prizes were awarded on the basis of a lottery.

Results

Initial anla&ses were conducted ou the data from trial 1 using only the
orientation factor as an independept variable and on the data from trisls 2,
3, and 4 using all three manipulated variables and a trials factor. These ‘
analyses revealed no effects of the orientation vafiable elther alone or

.in combination with the other variables. The data were, therefore, collapsed

and the data from the postoutcome trials (trials

5 ?
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across the two orientations
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2, 3, and 4) were analyzed using the preoutcome‘tgial (trial 1) as a covariate.
These analyses revealed a significant outcome x triéls interaction for the

practice data, F (2, 158) = 3.36, p .04, and a significant outcome x mar-

gin x trials interaction for the pérformanée'data,.g (2, 158) = 4.08, p

bt

0025)0

Looking first at the practice effect (Figure 3), it can be seen tgi; the
d

ela

N\

number of practice throuws made prior to the competitive trials remaine -
tively constant when subjects were winning but decreased substantially when \

subjects were losing. The margin factor did not exert%a significant influence\
on - practice behavior. Thus, the hypothesis that pfactice woula be higher
for winners when the margin of victory/defeat Qas large and higher for losers
when the margin of victory/deﬁeat was small was not supported. Instead, the
data appear to be consistent with‘predictions that iight be derived from
Seligman's theory of learned helplessnéss (Seligman, 1975). Thié theory

is essentially a reinforcement-oriented theory stating that individuals wili
simply cease to produce goal-oriented reéponses when they perceive a lack of
covariation between these responses and the desired outcome. Since outcomes

were indeed independent of actual responses in the present study, the decline

in practice behavior exhibited by the losers could have been due to such a

perception.

Moving now to the performance data (Figures 4 and 5). Again, i£ was hy-
pothesized that the number of points scored would be higher for winners when
the margin of victory/defeat was large and higher for losers when the margin
of victory/defeat was small. A comparison of the performance scorés of winners

and losers when the outcome margin was small reveals very similar scores across

6
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all of the postoutcome trials. Thus, Qﬁe hypothesis that losers would out-

perform winners under these conditions was not supported by the data.

= \
A comparison on the performance scores of winners and losers when the

outcome margin was large reveals significant differences on trials 2 and 5.

However, these differences were in a direction opposite to the prediction.

'S f

Rather than losers performing.worse than winﬁerg, the losers penrformed better
than the winners on the first two postoutcome trials. -By the third postoutcome
trial, the performance of the win/large and lose/large groups was equivalent.‘
While not along predicted lines, these data ;;e consistent with studies that
have found performance-enhancing effects from short-term failure (see Wortman

& Brehm, 1975). They imply, however, that such an enhancing effect may only

occur in competitive situations when the failure is clear-cut (i.e., when the

margin of victory/defeat is large).

In sum, although the hypotheses guiding the present study were not supported
by the dat;, there was evi&eﬁce that practice behavior wasyd;fferentialiy

i .
affected by competitive success and failure. There was also evidence that
failure by a large margin had a temporary enhancing effect on the quality
of competi;ive performance. Future research sh&uld attempt to replicate

these effects, and determine the circ®mstances under which they are most

likely to occur.
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Dependent Variables

(1) Number of Practice Throws Prior to Performance
(2) Point Totals for the 10 Performance Throws
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